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Abstract 
The emphasis on reflection is not very often applied in most professional preparation programs in the former Soviet Union 
area. University programs are mainly aimed at developing competencies and skills. Yet recently reflective processes have 
been conceived of as highly effective and indispensable for pre- and in-service professional training, usually through non-
formal programs. This study investigates how students develop motivation to study theories by learning to connect them to 
professional practices with the help of written reflections. The data were collected from a sample of 80 students during the 
spring and fall semesters in 2011-2012 in the form of written papers. The content analysis of students’ papers is employed in 
this research work to reveal if there is any impact on student thinking as reflected in their written papers. In this research work 
we claim that reflective writing can make it visible how students find meaning in studying a theoretical course. From our 
gathered data we saw that some students have difficulty in seeing theoretical studies as meaningful and useful to them, that is 
why they need effective support in focusing on positive side of their learning and written reflections may be quite effective in 
this process.  
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1. Introduction 
Educators around the world are concerned about arranging programs of study, which will equip future 
professionals with higher level of awareness regarding their daily work. One of the dilemmas lies in finding the 
balance between theoretical and practical preparation. In this research reflective writing is chosen as a tool to 
bridge the gap between the theoretical and practical courses of the curriculum. This study was carried out at the 
Department of Foreign Languages of Luhansk Taras Schevchenko National University (Ukraine) while teaching 
the course of theoretical grammar, which falls within the category of descriptive linguistics.  
Bringing reflective practices into the process of study is chosen as an effective teaching instrument by many 
educators (Boud, Keogh, & Walker, 1995; Korthagen & Vasalos, 2005). For the purpose of building the 
theoretical background of our research, we consider philosophical, historical and methodological aspects of 
reflection. 
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Reflective processes in learning are founded on the position of social constructivism according to which 
knowledge is socially constructed as learners bring their own life experience into the learning context 
(Brookbank & McGill, 1998). In the context of learning, the first considerations of reflection can be found in the 
works of Dewey, Habermas, and Freire, whereas Dewey considers the process, Habermas – the place, (Moon, 
2005) and Freire – the cyclical connection between action and critical reflection (Freire, 1994). The modern 
practitioner Korthagen distinguishes five phases of reflection in his core model: action, looking back on the 
action, awareness of essential *aspects, creating alternative methods of action, and trial (Korthagen, 2005). In 
almost all approaches to reflection a mutual cyclic relation between reflection and practice is paramount. 
Researcher Kember emphasizes the idea of connecting theoretical part of the curricula to practical through 
reflection in learning: ‘It is necessary for teachers to pay attention to the development of curricula in the 
theoretical elements of courses so that students are equipped to reflect upon their practice in the practice element’ 
(Kember, 2008, p. 13).  
In terms of methodology, reflection can be carried out in the written or oral form, individually or in a group. 
To monitor intrinsic motivation of our students we analyse individual written reflections.  
We stress the need to facilitate reflective learning and offer teaching tools to make it a daily classroom 
practice because we adhere to the belief that reflection on the present learning experience helps preparing for the 
future by tapping on strengths and eventually empowering the professional.  
2.  Method 
The data were collected from 4 graduate cohort groups of 80 students total. The age of the participants varied 
between 20-48 years old. In the beginning of the course the following survey of students’ expectations was 
conducted: 
• Do you plan to work as a teacher of English after graduation? 
• What kind of a teacher do you aim to become? 
• How have previous courses prepared you for this? 
• How do you expect this course to contribute to your training as future teachers of English? 
The same questions were asked at the end of the course in the post-survey.  
Other important data were collected in the form of reflection papers, which were written at the end of each 
seminar and students were asked two types of questions:  
1. What have you learnt during this seminar that can contribute to your personal investment in 
language learning? (disciplinary focus) 
2. What have you learnt during this seminar that you find useful for your future work as teachers? 
(teaching focus) 
As the emphasis of this research is on reflexivity on the part of students, we believe that these two types of 
questions highlight the importance of developing disciplinary knowledge during course work and preparing for 
future professional practical work.  
The content analysis of students’ papers is employed in this research work to reveal if there is any impact on 
student thinking as reflected in their written papers.  
The following limitations should be considered while interpreting the findings of this study: students might 
provide convenience responses in their reflection papers. This was taken into consideration during the inquiry 
and caution was exercised in drawing conclusions.  
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3.  Findings 
Traditionally students see more value in practical courses, and our pre-survey confirmed it:  
“The main courses that prepared me for teaching are practical English and methods of teaching English. 
All other courses just “widened my horizons” and that’s all. Not because of bad teachers or lack of time. 
The reason is that I can’t see the way I can use them in being a school teacher (Student AA).”  
Every course from the curriculum is evaluated by students in terms of its pertinence to their future 
professional practice. In the initial survey some students openly acknowledged that they saw little or no value of 
our theoretical course: 
“For me the course of theoretical grammar of English is not a very interesting subject … because it is not 
easy to understand the material even in our native language. But we try to do this at home for getting some mark 
at the exam:) For me this is not interesting, I am frank with you, if you read this… Anyway, thank you very much 
for doing your best:)” (Student F). 
This observation demonstrates that the stereotypical apprehension of the complexity of the theoretical course 
demotivates students to be open to it intellectually. It is not so often that Ukrainian students are asked to give 
their opinion about the usefulness of their course of study. This student is open and sincere, though a bit skeptical 
that the teacher will bother to read her/his comments. The explanation for this skepticism lies in the specifics of 
program administration at Ukrainian universities. The thing is that students cannot choose the courses to take, as 
the program is designed by administration solely. There is a tiny segment of the so called “courses to be chosen 
by students”, which is usually administered as a formality. Thus, students’ voices are absent from designing the 
program of their studies, which definitely demotivates and disempowers students. We find the echo of this 
disempowered position in the following reflections: 
• “It’s a pity that we have no much time to study this rather difficult but interesting subject. As there is no 
other way out and we have to take an exam, sometimes we have to learn by rote without getting to the 
core of the information”. (Student E) 
• “Everyday we get information, think it over, memorize it and, if necessary, reproduce it.” (Student R)  
These two quotes confirm that studying theory is associated with rote, painful learning, which you cannot 
escape as you have to take exams. Surface learning, when students do not get to the core of what they are trying 
to learn, is perceived by Student E as a sacrifice for the sake of formal acknowledgement in the form of exam. In 
our case this passive attitude to studies coupled with stereotypically negative perception of theoretical courses 
create a conflict between actual student learning needs and teacher’s expectations to foster active reflective 
learning. 
Inviting students to reflect on the importance of theoretical knowledge for their professional preparation may 
shed light on underlying obstacles to successful learning of theories. For instance, we learnt from students’ 
reflections that many of them come to a theoretical course with some fearful expectations of not understanding 
something too complex for them: 
“At first I thought that theoretical grammar is not important for my profession. The theme of the first lecture 
struck me as a difficult one to understand. It occurred because I do not know many terms. It is a shame of me 
because I think it is a bad level of knowledge for a person, who studies foreign languages…” (Student H). 
In this written reflection the student acknowledges his/her negative attitude to this theoretical course as 
stereotypically irrelevant to her/his future career but provides a specific explanation that the high level of 
complexity is the reason for such negative predisposition. The stumbling block in studying theoretical courses is 
exposure to many specific terms. It makes this student feel insecure about his/her level of knowledge. Thus, the 
teacher should take it into account and offer various ways to introduce students to specific terms of the course. In 
our case additional activities were designed to facilitate terms exposure. In the final survey we find evidence of 
students’ gaining confidence in operating professional terms: 
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“This course enabled us as young teachers to learn sufficient amount of new terminology and get new 
knowledge.” (Student HH)  
To summarize students’ response as to the importance of this theoretical course for them as language 
learners, the following reasons can be identified: 
Increasing the level of awareness of grammatical aspects of the language:  
“This course helped us comprehend the practical grammar at a deeper level” (Student Q). 
 As student S remarks “before this course we did exercises without thinking what they improve, on which 
theoretical rule they are based. Studying theoretical grammar helped us analyze the language, deepened our 
knowledge and understanding of the main principles on which the language is based” (Student S).  
Student Y revealed a higher level of reflection, when a holistic vision of studies was achieved:  
“Now I know not only English words and grammatical tenses but I can see the whole picture of the language. 
I understand the structure of English better now because of this course. My knowledge of language has got a new 
level.” (Student Y)  
We take this observation as the evidence of a more empowered stage of this student’s development as a 
language learner.  
As for the usefulness of this theoretical course for future teaching activity, students provided the following 
reasonings:  
• “The course of theoretical grammar will help me in my teaching in future to choose exercises to 
illustrate certain grammatical rules” (Student GG). 
• “This theoretical course will help us pick up proper exercises for developing skills in practical 
grammar” (Student Q).  
As these reflections reveal, students gain deeper awareness of effective teaching, particularly they feel more 
confident in their professional ability to choose proper practical exercises. Along with this benefit for future 
teaching acquired due to this theoretical course, students note that their ability to explain some grammar 
structures and new themes was enhanced: 
• “After this Course of theoretical grammar …I hope that I will explain some grammar structures better” 
(Student F). 
• “A teacher should know theory so that s/he could explain new themes to students” (Student P). 
The last comment proves that student P is making considerable progress on the way to developing a holistic 
picture of the program of study.  
In Student’s Y paper we find another evidence of a holistic understanding of studies of theoretical concepts 
and its relevance to future teaching:  
“This course has shown me the whole structure of language so it would be easier for me to teach children, 
because if you understand the whole picture it is easier for you to explain small pieces of it”. (Student Y) 
We see that the student feels empowered and is not afraid to start teaching. It should be a norm that graduates 
would feel empowered to enter the work market not the contrary. If there is no evidence of students’ empowered 
predisposition upon graduation, we have to admit that it is a failure of the whole institutional training program. 
Making students reflect on what they learn in class and look for practical application of this knowledge 
presumably places the students into a more active position in their studies. Thus, by turning to reflection, we 
expect students to develop inner motivation to study theoretical concepts. Several students acknowledged their 
progress in acquiring more active approach in learning:  
“This theoretical information and its practical application stimulate independent active approach in 
interpreting complicated grammatical phenomena in diverse language functioning” (Student U) 
Students work out strategies of successful learning of a theoretical course:  
“It is necessary to begin with elementary things and further move to more complicated theoretical material… 
It is impossible to absorb at once all difficult terms, it is necessary to go from simple to the difficult.” (Student B) 
If such organization of the course is visible to students, it may have an empowering effect on them.  
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Some students are successful at building continuity in the course of study: “The information from this seminar 
will help me to study the new theme in the next seminar and better understand further lectures” (Student D) and 
even in the program of study: “I think all university disciplines together can make us good experts” (Student H). 
It should be noted that an atmosphere of trust, acceptance and openness is essential for reflective learning 
experience. Once such atmosphere is provided, we can see evidence of appreciating it, which students express 
emotionally and openly:  
• “To be sincere I am really impressed! I never knew it could be as interesting as it is. I thought it’s 
something boring and just for general knowledge or development or just to get my mark:)” (Student A);  
• “I am surprised how interesting it is to read about things you have already known, but didn’t think that 
they have their own typology, structure and a lot of classifications” (Student G).  
• “This course has given me a stimulus for improving my knowledge!” (Student H) 
These emotional observations present the evidence of personal insights, which make it visible how students 
find meaning in studying theories. 
4. Conclusions 
The practice of reflection is believed to help sort out problems, gain self-confidence and peace of mind. This 
is the motivation that drives many educators to introduce the practice of reflection into the process of learning.  
As the analysis of reflection papers and survey revealed, some students succeed in taking control of their 
learning and ‘become more autonomous in balancing their cognitive, emotional as well as motivational 
awareness’ (Korthagen & Vasalos, 2009, p. 11) through the practice of written reflection.  
The way students move in their reflection is predetermined by many factors – being open and receptive to this 
new practice, teacher’s enthusiasm and skillfulness in practicing reflective learning, the number of students in 
class as the teacher should have an opportunity to monitor the level of involvement of each individual student in 
class work and guide them on the way to reflection more effectively etc.  
In the conditions when administrative tools to motivate student learning fail, teaching tools should be applied 
in a more effective way. We incorporate the practice of written reflection with the idea to empower and motivate 
students for their effective learning. Among the teaching tools which may empower students to study theories, 
the following ones were employed in this classroom research: moving from simple to difficult; comparing new 
information to facts which are more familiar to students (appropriating information); offering different ways to 
solve accompanying problems in learning, like introducing students to specific terms of the course through 
diverse activities; turning to successful previous learning experience.  
Before students arrive at seeing the holistic picture of their professional preparation they go through different 
stages: from seeing no value at all in certain elements of the professional program (in our case, theoretical 
courses) to gradually building connections between the topics of the lectures and definite classroom practices, as 
well between the elements of their professional program.  
Teachers may choose to specialize in reflective practices and develop new or elaborate their tools to practice 
reflection in learning, or they may choose other pedagogical interventions. The prerequisites for successful 
implementation of this pedagogical intervention are: placing students into a more active position in learning, 
which turns studying into more personalized, more inclusive process; creating friendly, non-fearful climate, 
which is conducive to effective learning; touching students’ emotions by focusing on positive signs of their 
progress in learning. These conditions enable successfully organized reflection and may be effective for other 
pedagogical interventions. Ideally learning is a two-way traffic and teachers should be more observant about 
students’ cognitive moves and scaffold them by all available teaching means. 
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